Abstract
services by rapacious multinationals through the lonely figure of Alex Murphy, whose transition from routine officer to cyborg law-enforcer suggests that machinic reconstructions of the body can provoke an awareness of subjectivity and the social that is missing from more organic versions of the human. In Total Recall, doubts about the relationship between memory and identity are framed by uncertainties about the limits of the human body: not only do species become hybridized in this film, but corporeality itself is here seen to be impossible without supplementation by artificial skins, by Heinlein's text, the Buenos Aires of the film has lost any semblance of cultural specificity, and belongs instead to a global militarized culture which carries out territorial expansion under the guise of space exploration. 2 Exactly how this federalist state has emerged is left unspoken in the film; what is important here is that, in the process of exploring new terrains, the Federation has entered into conflict with the arthropod inhabitants of another planet, Klendathu. The film's narrative centres on Rico's at first problematic, then exemplary relationship with the military, and along the way it feigns interest in his sexual and romantic maturation. 3 These narrative elements formed the basis for many of the early responses to Verhoeven's film -Starship Troopers, these responses tell us, is a film in which Rico intrepidly performs his Federal duty of courageously killing bugs, and helps to save humanity from its perceived threat of extinction; that he does not resolve his relationship with his erstwhile girlfriend, Carmen
Ibanez, only signifies the fact that several forms of combat are still in process at the film's close. The comic book gloss, CGI swagger, Ralph Lauren body aesthetic, and death-from-above triumphalism that saturate this film's surfaces serve to reinforce the impression that Starship Troopers wholly rejoices in a jejune sensibility.
Finding such an adolescent aesthetic in Starship Troopers -reading it as a film that endorses both the brutalizing of alien species and the notion that heroic deeds go hand in hand with sexual conquest -does, of course, considerably reduce the complexity of this film. Such an interpretation would be possible only if the differences between Verhoeven's narrative and Heinlein's text could be elided: according to Barry Keith Grant, Heinlein delivers 'extended passages about the benefits of a social order organized by militaristic principles', and he does so 'without a trace of irony'; Verhoeven, in contrast, 'completely subverts the book's conservative ideology by deconstructing military guts and glory even as it provides it so completely'. 4 By turning Heinlein's Filipino Juan Rico into the quasi-American Johnny Rico, 5 for example, Verhoeven suggests that the disappearance of national borders has taken place alongside the consolidation of North American-European cultural and epidermal purity:
'Nonconformity, along with racial and ethnic divisions, has been swept away by a hegemonic Anglo-American monoculture', 6 Andrew O'Hehir observes. Further, Verhoeven's film also suggests that the perception of Klendathu as a culture entirely organized around the social body is as inappropriate as the belief that the Federation is a collection of citizens who possess corporeal individuality. Indeed, this film persistently, though obliquely, offers an interpretation of human culture that is entirely at odds with the Federation's interpretation of itself: the bugs of Klendathu and the people of earth appear to share an appetite for colonization, both fight over the same terrain, both fail either to communicate with or understand the motives of the other, both, more importantly, belong to a martial social matrix. This essay is not primarily concerned with examining how Verhoeven challenges discourses of cultural identity and difference by collapsing the human and the alien into each other. Rather, it will argue that the human subject embodies a curious and improbable organicism in Verhoeven's film. And this essay will show how this detechnologized body both troubles melancholic conceptions of the pre-technologized body and recodes narratives of 'the human' that have been central to warfare in the 1990s.
Vitalism and mechanism
The question of how technology and physical corporeality interact is, obviously, central to many science fiction narratives. For J.P. Telotte, recent science fiction films bear witness to the mounting interest in artificial intelligence and robotics in the last decades of the twentieth century, and in the process reveal 'a growing awareness of and attention to our own level of artifice, of constructedness, of how we often seem controlled by a surface narrative are perhaps most dramatically articulated in one of the film's set pieces, the rousing call to arms made by the leader of the Federation forces, Sky Marshall Dienes: 'We are a generation commanded by fate to defend humankind! We must meet the threat with our valor, our blood, with our lives, to insure that human civilization, not insect, dominates this galaxy now and always'. 33 Moments like these imply to the audience of Starship Troopers that human culture has not been forced into conflict because of the threats presented by a colonizing alien species, but that humanity itself is the assailant, seeking conquest but unable or unwilling to recognize its own bellicosity. world that is both post-human and post-national. 'Scorning "nature" in the name of "computer reason"', he states, 'fin de siècle America… is transplanting its systemic rationality into programmed automata, into "smart" missiles, as though the world were a toy or a war game'. 35 Earlier, in War and Cinema, Virilio prophesies that this systemic rationality will become ever more central to future conflict:
The bomb's eye view
the deterrence strategy geared to nuclear weapons will give way to one based upon ubiquitous orbital vision of enemy territory. Rather like in a
Western gun-duel, where firepower equilibrium is less important than reflex response, eyeshot will then finally get the better of gunshot. It will be an optical, or electro-optical, confrontation; its likely slogan, 'winning is keeping the enemy in sight'. 36 The narrowing of physical space that Virilio diagnoses throughout his work is, then, enabled by visual technologies that both corrupt human consciousness and enable the rampant 'globalitarianism' of the late twentieth-and early twenty first-centuries. Cinema not only provides the military with sight machines that derealize perception. These weapons have also, in recent years, played a decisive role in contracting both geographical distance and cultural difference.
Since it shows how the camera lens legitimates conflict by collapsing physical space into digital immediacy -since it reveals to viewers a global order reduced to cultural homogeneity -Starship Troopers seems to be very much a film of the 1990s, and it seems to echo Virilio's sense of a global chronopolitical shift. At the same time, however, this film is strangely reluctant to consider the systemic rationality that troubles
Virilio. Echoing Virilio, John Broughton observes that one of the most recognizable features of 1990s conflicts is 'the bomb's eye view' -a view which attempts to 'install the medical mythology of "surgical strikes", in order to create the public impression of a hygienic war'. 37 This bomb has an eye which allows it to sight its target, a sentience which allows the landscape of its incursions to be mapped and interpreted, and a telescopy which (supposedly) testifies to its precision. There can be circumstances when it's just as foolish to hit an enemy city
with an H-bomb as it would be to spank a baby with an ax. War is not violence and killing, pure and simple; war is controlled violence, for a purpose. The purpose of war is to support your government's decisions by force. The purpose is never to kill an enemy just to be killing him… but to make him do what you want him to do. Not killing but controlled and purposeful violence. 39 Later in the text, Rico echoes this same sentiment:
There are a dozen different ways of delivering destruction in impersonal wholesale, via ships and missiles of one sort or another, catastrophes so widespread, so unelective, that the war is over because that nation or planet has ceased to exist. What we do is entirely different. We make war as personal as a punch in the nose. We can be selective, applying precisely the required amount of pressure at the specified point at a designated time -we've never been told to go down and kill all left-handed redheads in a particular area, but if they tell us to, we can. We will. 40 As this essay has already argued, Verhoeven's film is based upon a different premise to Verhoeven's portrayal of the Buenos Aires of the future as both the locus of globalizing hegemony and the source for critical citationality seems to echo the work of Celeste Olalquiaga, which, according to Edward Soja, argues that in Latin America 'the most exciting cultural proposals of the moment can be found. Leaving behind postindustrial melancholia and identity nostalgia, and to the side market globalization of ethnicity, the humorous overturning of mass media images, like the artistic exposure of scientific disciplines… works exclusively within the ironic realm to proclaim it a flexible language that may be bent, twisted, and turned to satisfy far more needs than the ones that produced those icons in the first place'. Edward W. 
